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THE DENVER BAR ASSOCIATION RECORD

"The Bell System"
According to Mr. Nathaniel T.
Guernsey, vice president and general
counsel of the American Telephone
and Telegraph Company, who addressed the Association's October 5th
meeting, the predatory public utility,
dominated by selfish interests, is a
thing of the past and has given place
to a quasi-publicly-owned organization, dedicated to the service of the
public and asking only a "fair shake"
in the matter of rates.
Speaking upon the subject of "the
of
Responsibility and Opportunity
Public Utility Lawyers," Mr. Guernsey
traced most entertainingly the development of the law relating to the regulation of public utilities, in which he
has personally played such a conspicuous part.
When he was in college, the speaker
said he went to hear Alexander Graham Bell talk on the subject of the
telephone, which was then regarded
as a mere curiosity. Bell's instrument,
'then exhibited, would not now be recognized as a telephone at all and there
was no piece of apparatus then in use,
Mr. Guernsey declared, which is in
use today. Within his own memory,
the entire art and science of telephony had been developed out of Mr.
Bell's idea and a tremendous public
service had been built upon it.
To give us some idea of the present
scope of telephone service in the
United States, Mr. Guernsey stated
that the Bell Companies' present investment in the United States was
roughly 2,500 million dollars, or fiveeights of the French debt to the
United States which the French say
is too huge a sum for any nation to
ever pay.
There had been a very interesting
development during the past two or
three years, Mr. Guernsey said. Various people had complained that the
commission laws had taken away the
right of the utility to make rates and
manage its property, but these people
had misread the laws which merely
reaffirmed the old common law principles. The primary power to make

rates, Mr. Guernsey said, was still left
to the utility but if that power is
abused the commission can interfere
with its exercise. The United States
other courts
Supreme Court and
throughout the land had recognized
the soundness of this proposition, Mr.
There is always
Guernsey declared.
the question of what is a reasonable
rate, and to determine that you have
to put in some common sense and ecoThe word "economics" by
nomics.
way, he said, had grown out of the
Greek work for housekeeping.
To continue to give good telephone
service to the people of the United
States, Mr. Guernsey said, it is necessary to secure the investment of new
capital amounting to almost $1,000,000.00 every working day, and you
don't have to go to the constitution to
know that people have to be assured
of protection when they make investments and that public utility securities
must earn as much as other equally
good investments will earn if you
are to get money to keep up your system. If some commission could only
fix the return for money, Mr. Guernsey
said, it would be ideal, but it cannot
be done because the man who has the
money to invest fixes the return, and
the law of supply and demand is inexorable. Utilities must be on a parity
with other people in this respect, Mr.
Guernsey said, and people were just
beginning to understand this, which
is just common horse sense. You can't
get something for nothing, he said,
but you can always get something for
a fair price.
There is a great field for lawyers in
the development of public utility law,
Mr. Guernsey says, because the law is
not dry or settled or fixed. In this
work the lawyer's field is broadened
and his knowledge of decisions must
be checked by sound economics.
Propositions not based upon sound
economics cannot stand, according to
Mr. Guernsey, and the lawyers must
work out the fundamentals that will be
the basis for the development of the
public utility industry.-J. C. S.
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-Next Regular Meeting
Monday, December 7, 192S, INS P.M.
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Luncheon Meeting, Dining Room
Chamber of Commerce Building

I

Carle Whitehead, Esq., of the Denver Bar, will
speak on the subject, "To the General Practitioner:
A Few Remarks About Patents, Copyrights and
Trademarks." Though a specialty, the subject is
one with which the general practitioner should have
at least a speaking acquaintance. Mr. XWhitehead's

I

discussion will doubtless be of

I
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I
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great value and in-

I

terest to the profession generally.

BE THERE!
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